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The active participation of the laity in the contemporary life of the Church has been an 

encouraging development in the last fifty years since the Second Vatican Council.  

While it is true that rates of Mass attendance remain alarmingly low, there are a great number 

of lay men and women who remain committed to ministry and mission, who have eagerly 

embraced opportunities for faith formation and theological study, and whose everyday 

discipleship contributes, in a real and substantial way, to the social and spiritual capital of the 

communities in which they live.  

These practices of discipleship express a renewed awareness of the richness of Christian life 

among many Catholics, a richness that includes but stretches beyond attendance at Sunday 

Mass to shape the totality of one’s life and relationships.  

It must be said that this baptismal vocation was not always recognised or promoted with 

vigour among previous generations of Catholics. In the Catholic culture that dominated from 

the Council of Trent well into the 1950s, faith tended to be considered an individual 

technique for salvation rather than intrinsically social, an exaggerated institutional focus 

obscured the faith of all the faithful – lay and ordained – as a source of the Church’s life, and 

an exclusivist, two-tiered conception of holiness tended to promote Christian perfection as 

the preserve of religious and clerics alone (despite the biblical command of Matthew 5:38).  

Of course, even in this period there remained prophetic voices that upheld traditional Catholic 

doctrine with regards the universal call to holiness and the significance of the lay faithful for 

the Church’s sense of faith, life and mission, among them St Francis de Sales, Blessed John 

Henry Newman, and even that ‘sacred monster of Thomism’, Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange. 

However, it must be said that the promotion of a renewed baptismal appreciation since the 

Second Vatican Council has not translated into a springtime for our life of faith as a Church. 

As a point in fact, the Catholic population in Australia continues to grow, one suspects 

largely due to migration, however, the number of baptisms, weddings, confessions, first 

communions and confirmations within many dioceses is, in fact, in decline. If one holds 

participation in the sacramental life of the Church as an indicator of Catholic vitality, the 

scenario raises questions for us all, lay men and women in particular. 

For some time now, there has been sustained and repeated emphasis on issues of structure 

and hierarchical leadership as the primary causes of an ecclesial situation which is less than 

ideal. Indeed, this focus has been relentless. It must be asked if this concern, while reasonable 

and understandable, is in fact evenly weighted.  

The systemic dimensions that call for address are well known. There is the issue of 

collegiality unrealised, the often fractious relationship between the Curia and the world 
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episcopate, the need for greater accountability and internal discipline throughout the Church, 

not simply within “the Vatican” as it is often couched. 

However, do these structural weaknesses explain in toto the failure of many Catholic men 

and women to claim their baptismal mission over the last fifty years, a vocation affirmed at 

the Second Vatican Council, then repeated in Apostolicam Actuositatem(1965) 

and Christifideles Laici (1988), and even enshrined in canon law (see Cann.208-223)?  

In conversation with parish communities, the questions of authority and structure seem to be 

the only dimensions of the Church’s life to which decline is attributed. The American 

Catholic journalist John Allen hints well at the mythic quality of such a diagnosis when he 

writes, “If only it were as simple as flipping a switch in Rome, and all would be well.” 

In moving toward a preferred future and shared vision for our mission as Church, there is a 

need to recognise the internal causes of stagnation are not simply clerical. From my 

experience of engagement with fellow laity in the context of faith formation, pastoral 

planning and community consultation, there is a real danger that in this time of diminishment 

and trial, a certain ‘Manichean’ attitude can arise toward those who hold office within the 

Church, an implicit sense that hierarchical leadership is all bad and the world outside those 

structures all good.  

There can also be, it must be said, an overestimation of the power or capacity of bishops and 

office holders to amend pressing pastoral realities simply by will, for instance, in arresting the 

diminishing number of clergy by the institution of married clergy, a decision which a local 

church could never realise unilaterally and that would, in any case, never simply solve all of 

our problems, pastorally or in the greater exercise of its mission.  

In ecclesial conditions that are pleasing to no one, there can be a ‘flattening out’ of the 

conversation about Church, to a single-issue analysis that belies the complexity, challenge 

and indeed potential of our life together.   

Perhaps the most urgent responsibility within our Church is also the most ancient and 

fundamental one: the basic need of the entire community of faith to realise its baptismal 

vocation and to uphold in our conversation an acute sense that this responsibility for the 

flourishing of faith rests on the whole body, and not simply a few.  

Pressing this point home, the English theologian Nicholas Lash writes of the ‘sleeping giant’ 

in our midst, “I never cease to be astonished by the number of devout and highly educated 

Christians, experts on their own ‘turf’ as teachers, doctors, engineers, accountants, or 

whatever; regular readers of the broadsheet press . . . occasional visitors to the theatre who 

usually read at least one of the novels on the Booker short-list; and who nevertheless, from 

one year to the next, never take up a serious work of Christian theology and probably 

suppose The Tablet to be something that you get from Boots the chemist.” 

The Church must have the courage to boldly open herself to lay activity and co-

responsibility, and will increasingly need to do so into the future. However, it must be asked 
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if it is simply the obstruction or immobility of ‘others’ that is at the root of ecclesial 

stagnation and a renewed baptismal appreciation gone wanting. As in all forms of Christian 

living, the search for a faithful response must begin, above all, with a search and discernment 

much closer to home. 

 


